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[bookmark: _Toc225289475]a) Introduction
The concept of Early Help in the United Kingdom refers to support provided at the earliest point when children, young people, or families begin to experience difficulties, but before problems escalate into situations requiring statutory intervention such as child protection plans or social care involvement. Early Help has become central to safeguarding practice in the UK, emphasised in statutory guidance that highlights its preventative impact and its role in improving outcomes for children, families, and communities (Department for Education, 2023). The aim of Early Help is to ensure that families have access to information, advice, and support that prevents long-term harm and enhances family wellbeing.
The goal of this report is to assess and compare how three local authorities, Norfolk County Council, Staffordshire County Council, and Nottinghamshire County Council, signpost Early Help information on their websites. These councils vary in geography, population size, and service approaches, providing a balanced comparative view. The report will consider accessibility, clarity, comprehensiveness of support information, and how each authority meets the informational needs of families seeking support.
This report begins with an explanation of the Early Help system using government guidance and scholarly literature. It then discusses the importance of multi-agency working as outlined in statutory guidance. Following this, each website is evaluated in terms of online presentation, ease of navigation, clarity, and completeness. A comparative analysis highlights the main strengths and weaknesses of the websites, and the report concludes with recommendations for improvement.
[bookmark: _Toc225289476]b) Explanation of the Early Help System
Early Help is defined in government policy as support provided to a child, young person, or family as soon as problems emerge, at any point in a child’s life (Department for Levelling Up, Housing and Communities, 2021). It is not a single service but rather a system of support that involves multiple services, including education, health, social care, voluntary organisations, and community networks. According to the Early Help System Guide, the purpose of Early Help is to build family capacity, prevent escalation of need, and reduce the likelihood of later statutory intervention (Department for Levelling Up, Housing and Communities, 2021).
The core idea is that problems such as school absence, behavioural issues, relationship breakdown, or early signs of mental health concern are best addressed early rather than waiting until they reach crisis levels. Early intervention is not only beneficial for children and families but also reduces long-term demands on high-cost services such as specialist social care or youth justice (NSPCC, 2023). Importantly, Early Help can be accessed at multiple points throughout childhood, from the early years (0-5) through to adolescence, making it a flexible and responsive system of support.
The Early Help system prioritises family engagement and consent. The approach is based on a strengths-based model, where families are seen as partners in identifying issues and planning support rather than passive recipients of services. This aligns with broader safeguarding frameworks which call for prevention, early identification of risk, and collaborative working across agencies to safeguard children effectively (Department for Levelling Up, Housing and Communities, 2021).
Research from statutory guidance and academic sources emphasises the importance of timely support and coordinated service delivery, linking Early Help with overall wellbeing outcomes (Bywaters et al., 2020). By providing support earlier, services can mitigate adverse effects such as educational under-achievement, poor health outcomes, and family stress, which evidence suggests are often more difficult and costly to address once they become entrenched (Morris & Leach, 2019).
[bookmark: _Toc225289477]c) Explanation of Multi-Agency Working
Multi-agency working refers to professionals from different sectors working together to support the needs of children and families holistically. It is regarded as a central principle in both Early Help and safeguarding practice. The statutory guidance Working Together to Safeguard Children 2023 emphasises multi-agency collaboration as essential to ensuring holistic child and family support, encouraging timely communication, shared decision-making, and joint planning across health, education, social care, police, and voluntary sector partners (Department for Education, 2023).
At the heart of multi-agency working is the understanding that no single organisation holds all the information or expertise needed to fully meet a family’s needs. By bringing together early years services, schools, health visitors, mental health practitioners and community organisations, professionals can build a comprehensive picture of a child’s wellbeing and risk factors. This shared approach helps to coordinate support more effectively and to reduce duplication or gaps in service provision (Munro, 2018).
Working in partnership also supports the Early Help system by ensuring that families do not experience fragmented or siloed interventions. Multi-agency teams can conduct joint assessments, such as Early Help Assessments, wherein professionals contribute their insights to identify needs and strengths and develop a shared support plan (Department for Education, 2023). For example, an Early Help Assessment may involve a school’s pastoral lead identifying school attendance concerns while a health visitor notes developmental needs, leading to a combined support plan that addresses both academic and health needs.
Academic research supports multi-agency working as improving coordination and outcomes for families, though it is not without challenges. Studies highlight that effective information sharing, consistent leadership, and shared understanding of roles are needed to overcome barriers such as differing organisational cultures and communication systems (Pithouse et al., 2020). Nonetheless, multi-agency working remains a cornerstone of Early Help implementation, with national policy embedding it as a requirement for local safeguarding partnerships.
[bookmark: _Toc225289478]d) Evaluation of Three Local Authority Websites
[bookmark: _Toc225289479]Norfolk County Council
Norfolk County Council’s Early Help section is housed under the Children and Families portion of its website, where the council describes Early Help as support designed to give families advice, information, and guidance as soon as difficulties arise (Norfolk County Council, 2026). The introductory text is written in accessible language, explaining that support is available to families with children up to 18 years (or up to 25 for those with SEND) and can help with issues including finances or mental health that affect children’s wellbeing (Norfolk County Council, 2026).
The website integrates Early Help information with a broader Family Hubs approach, signposting families to community-based support services, face-to-face provision, and online resources. This aligns with national policy encouraging streamlined entry points to support through hubs. Norfolk also offers tangible guidance on how to request support via an online form that both families and professionals can complete. 
However, while the site is not rich in content, some aspects may be less intuitive for families to navigate. For example, the site explains how to request support, it relies on external links and downloadable forms, which may not be as accessible for families with limited digital confidence.
[bookmark: _Toc225289480]Staffordshire County Council
Staffordshire’s website presents Early Help within its Families First framework. The Your Early Help Team page describes services as providing advice and support, one-to-one help, and group sessions to support children and families when challenges arise (Staffordshire County Council, 2026). The language is generally straightforward and addresses everyday family concerns, such as emotional wellbeing, school support, and parenting strategies.
The “getting access to support” section expands this by outlining how families and professionals can seek early intervention for issues like school attendance or substance misuse before they escalate (Staffordshire County Council, 2026). This presentation aligns with the Early Help System Guide’s emphasis on supporting families earlier to prevent escalation to statutory intervention (Department for Levelling Up, Housing and Communities, 2021).
Staffordshire also provides information on Family Hubs and Family support services, detailing practical support available including parenting groups, emotional wellbeing support and community activities (Staffordshire County Council, 2026). The Families First branding suggests a holistic approach, embedding Early Help into wider family support services.
However, the navigation structure is somewhat divided. Key Early Help information is dispersed across multiple pages (e.g., Your Early Help Team, Family Hubs, Getting access to support), which may make it harder for families to find a single cohesive explanation. Some pages appear to be archived or interlinked with areas aimed at professionals rather than directly at parents, potentially reducing accessibility for non-professional audiences.
[bookmark: _Toc225289481]Nottinghamshire County Council
Nottinghamshire’s Early Help information appears primarily through its Referring to Early Help Services page, which provides advice on how families or professionals can contact the Early Help Unit, Family Hub Networks, or make self-referrals (Nottinghamshire County Council, 2026). The council stresses that Early Help services provide support at the right time to prevent needs from escalating and offers contact details for parents or carers to initiate support directly.
Nottinghamshire also integrates Early Help within its Family Hub Networks, which aim to provide a range of help from pregnancy through childhood and into early adulthood (Nottinghamshire County Council, 2026). These hubs are designed to assist with parenting support, health and wellbeing, finances, and additional family needs.
Nottinghamshire’s website is the clear contact information for Early Help referrals, including phone numbers and email addresses for families and professionals, which supports accessibility. Moreover, the site links families to the Families Information Service, which offers guidance on parenting challenges, child development, and community activities (Nottinghamshire County Council, 2026).
However, Nottinghamshire’s Early Help content is less descriptive overall. While contact information and referral routes are clear, there is less content that explains what Early Help support looks like in practice for families, which may limit families’ understanding of what services involve. The council’s online content tends to be more functional than explanatory.
[bookmark: _Toc225289482]Table: Strengths and Weaknesses of Local Authority Early Help Websites
	Early Help Websites
	Strengths
	Weaknesses

	Norfolk County Council
	· Clear signposting to Family Hubs and Early Help referral forms. 
· Offers Map to community services, parenting information, and additional wellbeing support. 
· Direct links are mostly easy to understand for parents or carers.
	· Some professional-facing content mixed with family-facing information, which could confuse users.
· Navigation requires several clicks to locate key Early Help resources. 
· Heavy reliance on downloadable forms rather than interactive tools. 
· Limited visuals or videos to support understanding for low-literacy users.

	Staffordshire County Council
	· Clear explanations of referral processes and contact telephone numbers. 
· Strong integration with broader family support services (e.g., Family Hubs, community groups). 
· Uses straightforward language that is easy to read.
	· Early Help content is spread across multiple pages, leading to fragmented navigation. 
· Some content appears aimed at professionals rather than families.
· Limited downloadable guides or simple checklists. 
· Visual presentation is basic and less engaging.

	Nottinghamshire County Council
	· Provides clear contact information and referral pathways (phone, email, online form). 
· Integrated within Family Hub Networks which helps families connect to local services.
· Links to Families Information Service for broader support resources. 
· Clean and functional layout for finding basic Early Help information.
	· Limited narrative description of what Early Help support looks like in practice. 
· Lacks detailed examples or case-type explanations for families. 
· Information is functional rather than explanatory, which may limit understanding. 
· Navigation requires users to click through several linked pages to gather full information.



[bookmark: _Toc225289483]e) Comparative Analysis
Across the three websites, several common themes come together. All councils provide a description of Early Help and encourage families to seek support early, reflecting statutory guidance emphasising prevention (Department for Levelling Up, Housing and Communities, 2021). Each authority also blends Early Help with broader family services, such as Family Hubs, suggesting an understanding of the interconnected nature of family support.
Norfolk’s strength lies in its accessible introductory narrative and the breadth of linked services offered to families, including community activities, childhood services, and parent-focused support courses. However, the mixture of professional and family audience content could lead to confusion. Staffordshire’s website excels in practical, family-centred explanations of support types and emphasises everyday concerns, but its fragmented navigation reduces coherence. Nottinghamshire’s site provides clear referral processes and contact information, which is important for accessibility, but lacks detailed narrative explanations that help families understand the nature and impact of Early Help support in practice.
In terms of clarity, Norfolk potentially delivers the most comprehensive explanation of what Early Help is and how families can get it. Staffordshire is strong on practical examples but could consolidate its content for easier access. Nottinghamshire has a clear functional layout but could benefit from more family-centred explanatory text.
Norfolk’s site provides greater context by linking multiple services and offering expanded listings of related family support. Staffordshire includes varied types of support but needs to unify how information is presented. Nottinghamshire delivers essential contact information and pathways but could expand narrative descriptions to guide families.
[bookmark: _Toc225289484]f) Conclusion 
In conclusion, while all three local authorities provide useful Early Help information online, they differ in how effectively they communicate it to families. Norfolk County Council’s website is notable for its comprehensive, family-oriented explanations, although navigation could be smoother. Staffordshire County Council offers practical and relevant content, but its fragmented presentation can make access difficult. Nottinghamshire County Council clearly outlines referral processes but would benefit from more descriptive, family-focused material.
To improve accessibility and usability, websites should prioritise intuitive navigation that allows families to locate Early Help information easily, separate from professional-focused content. Content should be written in plain, family-friendly language, supplemented with examples and case stories where appropriate. Incorporating downloadable tools and visual aids, such as videos and FAQs, can help families quickly understand available pathways. Consistently highlighting family hub resources is also essential, as it can as a key entry point for support and align with national developments in family support infrastructure.
Providing clear and accessible online information empowers families to seek help early, enhancing outcomes and reducing the need for more intensive and costly statutory interventions.
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